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A View of the Impact of the Two-Tier Promotion System

The United States Air Force, as other military branches, is charged with

acquiring, training, maintaining and retaining a personnel force capable of

carrying out its mission in national defense. It is in the retention of a

balanced force that a variety of personnel programs are employed. These pro-

grams often involve a form of monetary Incentive and are sometimes linked

with reenlistment or commitments of service for four year periods. These

"reelistment bonuses" range in amount based on formulas related to projected

short falls that would occur In the absence of Incentive. Other programs

include proficiency pay awards and offers of cross training from easy to fill

career fields to those fields that are more difficult to balance. These

chronic shortage career fields are referred to as critical shortages.

Recently, the Air Force Military Personnel Center (AFMPC), under

direction from the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, instituted another

program designed to retain enlisted personnel in specified skill shortages.

Certain shortages have persisted since 1971 and have begun to have a

significant impact on mission capability. This problem is somewhat

compounded during the current Air Force strength build-up. This new

temporary program Is referred to as the two tier promotion system (AFMPC/MPCA

Ltr, 9 Oct 1981).

The two tier system was devised to give those within the designated

critical shortage skill areas a better opportunity during normal promotion

cycles. The differential was set at 5 percentage points. As an example, a

basic promotional opportunity rate of 25% would be increased to 30% for

critical shortage skills. This opportunity for higher selection was set for

a minimum of three years beginning with promotion cycles in January, 1982.

The program includes promotions to the grades of staff, technical and master

sergeant.
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The purpose of this paper is to investigate the impact of the two tier

promotion on both the critical shortage skill personnel and those in non--

critical skill areas. It is hypothesized that those in critical skill areas

should have more positive career intents, more positive perceptions of pro-

motion opportunity, and perhaps, overall higher job satisfaction. It is also

a concern that those in non-critical skill areas might have lower perceptions

of career intent, promotion opportunity and job satisfaction resulting from a

belief that they are being treated unfairly.

Method

Subjects. Data were obtained from personnel surveyed by the Leadership and

Management Development Center (LMDC) during the routine consulting process

from May 1979 thru Dec 1982. The respondents are partitioned by year group-

ings designed to determine changes in responses over time. The 1979 data are

provided primarily as a baseline. These enlisted personnel were further

partitioned into two groups corresponding to. the critical shortage skill

areas as defined by AFMPC (Appendix A). All other speciality codes were

treated as non-critical shortage skills. Only those personnel in the grades

E3 through E7 were considered. Final numbers of personnel responding to the

LMDC survey are presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1

USAF Personnel in Critical and Non-Critical Shortage Skill Areas since 1979

1979 1980-81 1982

Non-Critical 11,009 31,485 8579

Critical 3,498 8,630 4938

. , . ' _ w.- ,- ..-- JJ . .- ' ' .' -- ': ' .t : 
: '



t

Procedure. Existing data collected during the LMDC survey guided organiza-

tional development process were used for this study. The data base and its

properties are described in detail elsewhere (Hendrix & Halverson, 1979a,

Hightower and Short, 1982a,b,c; Short and Hamilton, 1981; Short and

Wilkerson, 1981; Webster, 1982).

A description of the specific items and working scales or factors

(combinations of items in logical or statistical groupings) is provided in

Appendix B. The instrument is the Organizational Assessment Package (OAP).

Data reported include all cases within the partitioned groups since the data

base was created in May 1979. The 109 item survey was designed to aid LMDC

in providing management counsulting services to Air Force commanders upon

request, and to conduct research in the general area of leadership and

management (Hendrix and Halversen, 1979b). Administration of the survey is

the first step in the consultation process. The survey is given to a

stratified random sample of the organization to which LMDC is invited.

The data from each consulting effort are stored in an increasing data (
base for research purposes. These data are aggregated by work group codes

which were developed for the instrument and data feedback. The data may be

recalled by personnel category, age, sex, AFSC, pay grade, time in service

and educational level. All data are reported on a standard 1-7 likert

scale.

A oneway analysis of variance followed up by a student-Newman Keuls mul-

tiple range test was used to analyze differences among groupings. The 1979

data set have been retired to a history file and were analyzed by means of a

T-test. They are reported here primarily to show potential trends.
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RESULTS

The first set of analyses involved testing for differences among critical

and non-critical shortage skill groups in the year grouping 1980-81 and 1982.

Primary areas selected (dependent variables) included career intent, advance-

ment and job satisfaction. Significant differences were found in career

intent (F=40.98, df=3, 53629; p< .01) advancement opportunity (F=33.94, df =

3, 56676, p< .01). The follow-up test depicts the results in Table 2.

TABLE 2

Multiple Range Follow-up Test - Career Intent

Critical 80-81 4.32

Critical 82 4.36 I
Non-Critical 80-81 4.37

Non-Critical 82 4.55 j

Multiple Range Follow-up Test - Advancement Opportunity

Critical 80-81 4.27

Non-Critical 80-81 4.31

Critical 82 4.34

Non-Critical 82 4.8

Multiple Range Follow-up Test - Job Satisfaction

Critical 80-81 4.74

Critical 82 4.76

Non-Critical 80-81 4.79

Non-Critical 82 4.93
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Of the three hypothesized areas, critical shortage skills were

significantly more positive in only their perception of advancement since the

onset of the program in January 1982. Secondly, those personnel in

non-critical areas showed no significant decline during this time period, and

in fact, they were significantly more positive during 1982.

Figures 1-3 portray the data with the inclusion of 1979. It should be

noted that the critical shortage skill areas were significantly less positive

than non-critical areas in career intent (t = 8.35, df = 14,505, p< .01)

advancement opportunity (t = 5.36, df = 6203, p_( .01), and job satisfaction

(t = 8.37, df = 5489, p< .01) in 1979.

Other dimensions exist within the OAP. The additional figures (Figures

4 - 11) depict data across all three time periods for other factors or scales

that are important management indicators. Data are reported here for

information and other correlations or ties that may be important underlying

outcomes of the two tier system.
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FIGURE 1. CAREER INTENT OF CRITICAL AND NON-CRITICAL

AFSC's OVER TIME.
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FIGURE 2. PERCEPTION OF PROMOTION OPPORTUNITYOF CRITICAL

AND HON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME (CLUSTER OF ITEMS).
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FIGURE 3. JoB SATISFACTION OF CRITICAL AND NON-CRITICAL
AFSC's OVER TIME
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FIGURE 4. PERCEPTION OF OPPORTUNITY TO PROGRESS OF
CRITICAL AND NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME (SINGLE ITEM)
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FIGURE 5. JOB MOTIVATION INDEX OF CRITICAL AND
NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME
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FIGURE 6. CLARITY AND SPECIFICITY OF JOi GOALS OF
CRITICAL AND NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME
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FIGURE 7, PRIDE OF CRITICAL AND NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME,
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FIGURE 8. AMOUNT AND APPROPRIATENESS OF RECOGNITION RECEIVED

OF CRITICAL AND MON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME,
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FIGURE 9, OVERALL MANAGEMENT AND SUPERVISION OF CRITICAL

AND NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME.4 8
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FIGURE 10. WORK GROUP EFFECTIVENESS (PERCEIVED PRODUCTIVITY)

OF CRITICAL AND NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME,
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FIGURE 11. GENERAL ORGANIZATIONAL CLIMATE OF CRITICAL

AND NON-CRITICAL AFSC's OVER TIME.
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DISCUSSION

It is important for the Air Force to continually evaluate the impact of

its various personnel programs to insure that intended results are derived

and that costs and harmful side effects are reasonable. The study is not

intended to be a definitive analysis of that requirement regarding the two

tier promotion system. It is intended to provide some additional insights

from existing data.

The evidence depicted in Table 2 and Figures 1-3 should be interpreted as

yielding mixed result,. Personnel in critical shortage areas do realize that

they are receiving better advancement opportunities over the previous

periods. However, career intentions and overall job satisfaction have not

improved in 1982 when compared to the previous 2 year time period. It is

important to view the overall trends depicted in Figures 1-3. In each case,

those within the critical shortage skill specialty codes become more posi-

tive, and the magnitude of difference between critical and non-critical that

existed in 1979 have lessened.

Contrary to the concern that those in non-critical areas might report

more negative career Intentions, opportunities for advancement, and job

satisfaction, they actually reported more positive perceptions in 1982 over

both the 1979 and 1980-81 time periods. While there is apparently no excep-

tional feeling of unfairness that prevades their reportings across these

selected areas, a study of this nature is not cinclusive. Certainly, two

primary uncontrolled factors have bearing on the overall positive trend.

Significant pay raises went into effect over this time period, while at the

same time the private and non-military public sectors began to show the

impact of economic problems. It is established that career intentions become

10

I



more positive in time of high unemployment (currently in excess of 10%

nationally). Nevertheless, it As probable that the instrument would have

"picked up" indications of any strong pervasive resentment to the policy.

It is interesting that the career intentions of those in critical short-

age skills did not improve from the 1980-81 time period to the 1982 period.

At least in this early stage, it appears that the pay raises of 1980-81 were

more effective in changing these reports than the increased promotion oppor-

tunity. It is possible that the desired outcome of retaining more personnel

in these shortage areas will follow at a latter date after the program has

become more institutionalized. It is apparent, however, that these critical

resources understand they have greater promotion opportunity than they once

had.

A limitation of the career intent study is the validity of the item in

predicting actual retention. It is certainly a more useful item in predict-

ing job separation than in predicting the action of those maintaining they

will stay in the Air Force (Alley & Gould, 1975; Shenk & Wilborn, 1975).

Most non-hypothesized areas (Figures 4 - 11) showed significant positive

trends with the notable exception of perceived productivity (work group

effectiveness). That downward trend across time (Figure 10) is likely caused

by the shortages which may have a compounded detrimental impact over time.

It will be interesting to replicate this study at the end of 1983 to

determine if there is differing impact.

More direct analysis can be obtained by follow-on analysis on actual

retention rates before and after the program initiation. Those data will

more readily convert into cost benefit analysis. These data are presented as

an adjunct to reenlistment rates. While not designed to investigate the

11
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impact of the two tier promotion system, the OAP data base was designed to

enable researchers to investigate organizational dynamics. and hence,

decisions and policies that impact these dynamics.

While not conclusive, limited support has been generated for the current

use of the two tier promotion system.

II
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APPROVED CHRONIC CRITICAL SHORTAGE SKILLS LIST (Contd)

j2JI DEF FIRE CONTROL SYST

321X20 WEAPON CONT SYST (F43)

322X2A AVIONIC SENSOR RECON

322X2B AVIONIC SENSOR TAC

322X2C ELECTRO OPTICAL SENSORS

325X0 AUTO FLT CONT

325X1 AVIONIC INST SYST

326X0D AVIONIC AGE A7/C5

326XIX INT AVIONIC ELEC WARFARE

326X4 INT AVIONIC COMPUTER TEST

326XSX INT AVIONIC MANUAL TEST

326X6X INT AVIONIC ATTACK CONTROL

326X7X INT AVIONIC INSTRUMENTS

326X8X INT AVIONIC COMMl NAV

328X0 AVIONIC COMM

328X2 ASN WARNING AND CONT RADAR

328X3 ELECTRONIC WARFARE SYST

362X3 MSL CONT COMM SYST

404X1 AEROSP PHOTO SYST

423X0 ACYT ELECTRICAL SYST

423X1 ACYT ENVIRONMENTAL SYST

423X2 AIRCREW EGRESS SYST

423X3 ACIT FUEL SYST
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* A$IOVb '~RONC CRITICAL SN23tTAGE; SILL LSE

42i24 Ac??' FUUDRAuLxC SYST

42315 AZROOPAC GUD EQUIP

4-2f13 *URDO PROP MMC

427XI CORROSION CONTR

427%1 *IRFrAMZ REPAIR

431XI TAC AIRCRAFT MAIN?

43112 AIRLIFT/OMB AC?? MAINT

443X03 MSL MAINT LG14-25

44SX0 MSL FACILITIES LGZ-25

445XOG MSL FACILITIES 3S-133

445X1 MSL LIQ PROP SYST

41QMUNITION SYST MAIN?

46210I AC?? ARMMENT SYST

46310O NUCLEAR NEAPONS

46430 EXPLOSIVE ORD 0151

472XIC PA? HANDLING 301311

51111 PW)GRMZR

553X0 ENGINEERING ASS?



Appendix B

OAP Factors and Variables
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